








This paper describes a study which sought to determine whether students became more positive 
toward using English for communication in class during the first semester of a compulsory 
English discussion class. Questionnaires of willingness to communicate (WTC) and 
communicative confidence using English were administered four times over an academic 
semester. 3,185 students completed all four administrations of the questionnaire. Results 
indicated that 1) students made significant gains in WTC and confidence over the semester, and 
2) while some differences were found, these gains were largely independent of the subject in 
which the student was majoring. These results contrasted with other studies conducted in 
Japanese educational settings. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo has been designed to improve students speaking 
fluency. In order to maximize the effectiveness of the course, class sizes are small (between 
seven to nine members), between 50 to 60 minutes of student-to-student talking time is provided 
every class, and topics are based around issues that all high school graduates are able to discuss. 
These factors have been selected to help students use English as much as possible during classes. 
It is widely accepted that for language learners to develop their speaking skills, it is necessary 
for them to use the language that they are learning (MacIntyre and Charos, 1996; Nation and 
Newton, 2009). When the EDC was implemented as a compulsory course for all Rikkyo 
University first-year students in 2010, these issues were of concern to the curriculum designers. 
Specifically, they were worried whether students would be willing to engage in extended 
discussions with their peers during class, and whether the novelty of using English might wear 
off over the semester.  
 To investigate these concerns, it was decided to measure student levels of willingness to 
communicate (WTC) and communicative confidence over an academic semester. These 
constructs were selected based on their hypothesized proximity to actual L2 use in a heuristic 
model of the factors which influence a speaker’s communicative behavior (MacIntyre, Clement, 
Dornyei, and Noels, 1998). WTC has been defined as “the intention to initiate communication, 
given a choice (MacIntyre, Baker, Clement, and Conrad, 2001), and reflects a speaker’s desire to 
engage in a particular communicative act. Communicative confidence is closely related to WTC 
as speakers must be confident that they have correctly understood both the question and a correct 
response to it (MacIntyre et. al., 1998).  
There have been several studies that have tracked WTC and related variables over time 
in Japanese contexts. Okayama, Nakanishi, Kuwabari, and Sasaki (2005) conducted a semester 
long study in which they compared changes in WTC, communicative anxiety, and confidence 
between 83 Japanese university students majoring in four different subjects (humanities, 
engineering, science, and agriculture). While they did not test for significant differences between 
majors, the results, in terms of the average difference between pre- and post-test scores, showed 
a great deal of variation. Although the agriculture students showed large gains in WTC, there 
were only small gains seen for humanities and engineering students. Furthermore, the students 
majoring in science actually became less willing to communicate. Such findings imply that a 
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students’ major may influence the degree to which their attitudes toward using English may 
change over the course of a semester. 
In a mixed-methods study, Watanabe (2013) found that WTC levels for 190 Japanese 
high school students did not significantly increase over three years of English study in high 
school. Although the author mentioned that some of the questionnaire items may have been 
problematic, he also argues that this lack of growth could be attributed to a lack of opportunity 
for students to engage in English, as the students were preparing for university entrance exams 
which required them to focus on grammar, reading, and vocabulary, rather than communicative 
abilities. 
 The purpose of this study, therefore, was to investigate whether gains in WTC and 
confidence significantly increased for the students in a compulsory English discussion course 
which required a large amount of student-to-student interaction in each class. Furthermore, the 
study sought to determine whether changes in levels of WTC and communicative confidence 
were related to the student majors. 
1. To what degree do individual levels of WTC and communicative confidence change over an 
academic semester? 
2. To what degree are changes in individual levels of WTC and communicative confidence 
related to the subject in which the individual is majoring? 
 
METHODOLOGY 
The questionnaire used in this study was constructed by compiling a list of the opportunities that 
students had to initiate communication within the discussion class, as if students have difficulty 
imagining the contexts of the questionnaire items, they may not be able to easily answer the 
question (Watanabe, 2013). These items were then translated into Japanese by a native speaker 
and then checked by two other Japanese native speakers. The questionnaires were then 
informally shown to two classes of EDC students who reported on how easy or difficult each 
item was to answer. At the conclusion of this process, 42 items were piloted with a group of 300 
students. The results of the pilot study were subjected to two factor analyses (one for the WTC 
items and another for the communicative confidence items). From the results of these analyses, 
nine items were chosen for the final questionnaire (for a list of the items in each questionnaire 
and their translations, see Appendices A - D). 
 The questionnaires were then administered to all students who were enrolled in full-time 
instructors’ classes in the Spring semester of 2012. The questionnaires were administered in 
lessons 1, 4, 8, and 12. These lessons were chosen due to the fact that no new language was 
presented during these classes, and therefore, the allocation of time to answer the questionnaires 
would have a minimal impact on students’ learning outcomes. During the orientation of that year, 
instructors attended a session were the purpose of the study was explained and the procedures 
for administering questionnaires was outlined. From approximately 4,500 students taking the 
course, 3,185 students completed all four questionnaires. 
 The questionnaire data was then analyzed using WINSTEPS to examine the degree of 
item fit and to convert the results into an interval scale with equal and meaningful distance 
between the unit intervals (Bond and Fox, 2007). For both the WTC and communicative 
confidence questionnaires, the results showed that all items fit the model well (all items were 
well within the range of 0.5-1.5), and the results of the principal components analysis met all of 
the criteria for good dimensionality outlined in Linacre (2014). Student scores on the 
questionnaires were then converted to WITs to make the data more interpretable, as the mean is 
set at a value of 500, in addition to negative and decimal numbers being removed from the data. 
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The first research question investigated the degree to which WTC and communicative 
confidence changed over the course of one semester. As can be seen in Tables 1and 2 below, 
there was an increase in average levels of both of these variables throughout the semester. While 
this analysis simply removed missing data (students who were absent for one or more 
administration of the questionnaires), there were no significant differences between the results 
below and the full sample size. However, to meet the assumptions of the general linear model, 
the smaller sample size was used in the following analyses. 
 
Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for WTC 
 WTC 1 (L1) WTC 2 (L4) WTC 3 (L8) WTC 4 (L12) 
M 558.34 582.65 609.30 625.15 
SE of the Mean 1.72 1.72 1.84 1.91 
95% CI  Lower 554.97 579.28 605.69 621.42 
95% CI Upper 561.71 586.02 612.91 628.88 
SD 96.92 96.96 103.87 107.52 
 
Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics for Communicative Confidence (CC) 
 CC 1 (L1) CC 2 (L4) CC 3 (L8) CC 4 (L12) 
M 572.91 613.17 639.16 667.75 
SE of the Mean 1.66 1.56 1.60 1.72 
95% CI  Lower 554.97 579.28 605.69 621.42 
95% CI Upper 561.71 586.02 612.91 628.88 
SD 93.52 88.09 90.53 97.03 
 
To determine whether these increases were significant, two repeated measures 
ANOVAs were conducted, with time of questionnaire administration (Lesson 1, 4, 8, and 12) as 
the factor and WTC and communicative confidence as the dependent variables. Because the 
analyses were conducted separately, p values were set at .025 to avoid a Type I error. With 
regards to WTC, the results for the ANOVA indicated a significant time effect, Wilks’s Lambda 
= .62, F(3, 3182)  = 624.71, p < .01, multivariate eta squared = .37. Follow-up polynominal 
contrasts indicated a significant linear effect with means increasing over time, F(3, 9952) = 
421.97, p < .01, partial eta squared = .12. With regards to communicative confidence, the results 
for the ANOVA indicated a significant time effect, Wilks’s Lambda = .47, F(3, 3182)  = 
1185.12, p < .01, multivariate eta squared = .53. Follow-up polynominal contrasts indicated a 
significant linear effect with means increasing over time, F(3, 9952) = 909.23, p < .01, partial 
eta squared = .22. These results showed that while students improved on both variables, larger 
gains were made for communicative confidence than for WTC. 
Two one-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were conducted for both WTC and 
communicative confidence. Because the analyses were conducted separately, p values were set 
at .025 to avoid a Type I error. For WTC, the independent variable, college, included all ten 
colleges that take EDC classes. The dependent variable was the overall gains in WTC over one 
academic semester, and the covariate was the baseline level of WTC at the beginning of the 
semester. As can be seen in the descriptive statistics in Table 3 below, on average, all colleges 
made positive gains in WTC. A preliminary analyses evaluating the homogeneity-of-slopes 
assumption indicated that the relationship between the covariates and the dependent variables 
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did not differ significantly as a function of the independent variable, F(9, 3165) = 1.31, MSE = 
7323.85, p = .23, partial eta squared = .004. The ANCOVA was significant, F(9, 3174) = 3.89, 
MSE = 7330.19, p < .01, partial eta squared = .011. The strength of the relationship between the 
departments and gains in WTC was very weak, as assessed by a partial eta squared, with the 
department accounting for only 1.12% of the variance in WTC gains, holding constant the initial 
levels of student WTC at the beginning of the program. 
The means of gains in WTC adjusted for initial levels of WTC differed slightly across 
departments and ranged from 88.97 (Intercultural Communication) to 55.46 (Sociology). 
Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among these adjusted means. 
Based on the Bonferroni procedure, Intercultural Communication and Business Administration 
students made significantly more gains than Sociology and Law students. None of the other 
adjusted means for colleges differed significantly. 
For confidence, the independent variable, college, included all ten colleges that take 
EDC classes. The dependent variable was the overall gains in confidence over one academic 
semester, and the covariate was the baseline level of confidence at the beginning of the semester. 
As can be seen in the descriptive statistics in Table 4 below, on average, all colleges made 
positive gains in CC. A preliminary analyses evaluating the homogeneity-of-slopes assumption 
indicated that the relationship between the covariates and the dependent variables did not differ 
significantly as a function of the independent variable, F(9, 3165) = 1.35, MSE = 6825.16, p 
= .20, partial eta squared = .004. The ANCOVA was significant, F(9, 3174) = 4.45, MSE =  
6832.00, p < .01, partial eta squared = .012. However, despite the significant finding, the 
strength of the relationship between the departments and gains in confidence were very weak, as 
assessed by a partial eta squared, with the department accounting for only 1.2% of the variance 
in confidence gains, holding constant the initial levels of student confidence at the beginning of 
the program. 
The means of gains in confidence adjusted for initial levels of WTC differed slightly 
across departments and ranged from 126.41 (Business Administration) to 84.98 (Community 
Welfare). Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate pairwise differences among these adjusted 
means. Based on the Bonferroni procedure, Intercultural Communication and Business 
Administration students made significantly more gains than four colleges (Science, Sociology, 
Law, and Community Welfare). Intercultural Communication students also made significantly 
more gains than students in the Arts and Economics colleges. None of the other adjusted means 
for colleges differed significantly. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The results showed that on average, student levels of both WTC and Communicative 
Competence significantly increased over the semester. However, when looking more closely at 
the gain scores and controlling for initial levels, some colleges made larger gains than others. It 
is interesting that the two colleges who made some of the largest gains, Business Administration 
and Intercultural Communication, offered their students more English classes than most of the 
other colleges. This could be related Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, and Shimizu’s (2004) finding that 
the quantity of interaction a student engages in is related to how positively they regard 
communicating in that foreign language. While this finding came from students in a study 
abroad program, it may also be the case that students who interact with each other more 
frequently in EFL classes also become more positive about using English in language classes. 
 The results of this study also differed from studies of WTC in Japanese contexts. Firstly, 
in comparison with Watanabe (2013), levels of WTC did significantly increase over the study. 
However, several factors need to be considered when comparing the two studies. Firstly, this 
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study was conducted over a relatively short period of time, one semester, in comparison with 
Watanabe’s study which took place over three years. Whether EDC students would maintain 
such high levels of WTC over several years remains unclear. Secondly, the students in 
Watanabe’s study were taking form-focused classes in contrast to the communicative classes 
that are conducted in the EDC. This difference suggests that the large amount of interaction 
required in EDC classes may be related to student increases in WTC. 
 In contrast to Okayama et. al. (2005), there were few differences found between the 
colleges in this study, even when taking initial levels of WTC and Communicative Confidence 
into consideration. While some colleges in this study made significantly larger gains than others, 
Okayama et. al. found a large amount of variation in their results, with some colleges becoming 
less willing to communicate, while others made fairly large gains. While it is beyond the scope 
of this study to determine the reasons why such a different result was found, it would be 
interesting to compare levels of willingness to communicate in small, learner-centered 




While the results of this study suggest that students become more positive about using English 
for communication over their first semester in the EDC, one limitation of the study is that there 
was no comparison group, so it is unclear to what degree the unique features of the EDC are 
related to the increases in WTC and communicative confidence. However, when compared with 
the results of other studies, it is interesting that a) there were significant increases in WTC and 
communicative confidence, and b) these increases were largely independent of students’ majors. 
As the questionnaire items related to using English inside the classroom, an interesting follow-
up study might be to investigate the relationship between student responses to the questionnaires 
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Willingness to Communicate Questionnaire Items (Japanese) 
These items were answered on a 4-point Likert scale (a = 絶対にやりたくない, b = あまり進












Willingness to Communicate Questionnaire (English Translation) 
These items were answered on a 4-point Likert scale (a = I am definitely unwilling to do, b = I 
am generally unwilling to do, c = I am generally willing to do, d = I am definitely willing to do)  
1. I’m willing to talk about things I like or I don’t like. 
2. I’m willing to talk about my past experiences. 
3. I’m willing to talk about my future plans. 
4. I’m willing to give reasons to support my opinions. 
5. I’m willing to disagree with other speakers. 
6. I’m willing to ask questions about other people’s experiences. 
7. I’m willing to be the first person to speak. 
8. I’m willing to bring up a new topic. 
9. I’m willing to suggest a change of topic. 
 
APPENDIX C 
Confidence to Communicate in English Questionnaire (Japanese) 
These items were answered on a 4-point Likert scale (a = できない, b = たぶんできない, c = 
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Confidence to Communicate in English Questionnaire (English Translation) 
These items were answered on a 4-point Likert scale (a = I am definitely unwilling to do, b = I 
am generally unwilling to do, c = I am generally willing to do, d = I am definitely willing to do)  
1. I am confident that I can explain my idea when a listener cannot understand what I have 
said. 
2. I am confident that I can speak first in an in-class group discussion. 
3. I am confident that I can ask others to share their opinions. 
4. I am confident that I can suggest a new topic during in-class discussions. 
5. I am confident that I can encourage others to join the discussion. 
6. When somebody is not speaking, I am confident that I can ask them questions to learn 
about their opinions. 
7. I am confident that I check whether other speakers have understood my opinion. 
8. I am confident that I can ask another speaker to explain when I do not understand what they 
have said. 
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